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The increasing demand for animal-friendly solutions to the worldwide problem of unwanted 
companion animals demands change in the way we address this issue. Internationally, 
welfare agencies are moving away from a reactive animal control model which involves large 
numbers of animals being processed through animal shelters and high euthanasia rates. The 
more socially acceptable alternative is to increase proactive measures, which include 
programs to reduce the numbers of unwanted animals and improve the health and welfare 
of animals in shelters. The goal is to reduce the numbers of animals entering shelters and 
increase the number of animals adopted into lifelong loving homes. 
The field of shelter practice, which is aimed at achieving these animal-friendly solutions, is 
therefore, rapidly expanding and gaining worldwide interest and importance. However, until 
now Australian veterinary students have not had a final year rotation dedicated to shelter 
practice, including a practical shelter-based component. 
In response to this, the University of Queensland’s Centre for Companion Animal Health, 
with the aid of a generous private donation, created a new shelter practice rotation for final 
year veterinary students. This program is the first of its kind for final year veterinary 
students in Australia and has been developed to positively influence the problem of 
unwanted companion animals in this country. Internationally, other universities have 
implemented similar programs. These programs have been of practical value to their 
veterinary students and more importantly have increased awareness of the unwanted 
companion animal issue and contributed to improving the situation. 
 
Background 
Increased awareness of the enormity and complexity of the homeless companion animal 
problem is needed and this can be achieved by having final year veterinary students 
complete a dedicated shelter practice rotation. This should help to engage more 
veterinarians in tackling the problem and improve collaboration between the wider 
veterinary profession and the sheltering community. 
The increased exposure to small animal population medicine through the shelter practice 
rotation will also benefit our graduates, as traditionally small animal medicine is taught 
largely in the context of the individual animal. Small animal population medicine is very 
relevant, not only to shelters, but also to other small animal populations such as in boarding 
and breeding facilities & veterinary clinics. 
 
Education is Key 
Veterinarians in private practice play a key role in preventing unwanted pets. Typically, they 
advise on the initial health program for young kittens and puppies, and have the opportunity 
to advise on prevention of problem behaviours. Given that approximately 50% of cats 
entering shelters are kittens, and just under half are from owned cats, it is critically 
important that all veterinarians incorporate early-age desexing in the initial health program 
for cats. The shelter rotation is vital in developing awareness in graduating veterinarians of 
the acute need to reduce the number of unwanted kittens being born, and in developing the 
necessary skills to perform early age desexing. Because the majority of dogs surrendered for 
behavioural reasons visit a veterinarian in the preceding year, and most behaviour problems 
become apparent in the first 2 years of life, veterinarians also play a key role in advising 
owners of new puppies and kittens on methods to prevent unwanted behaviours and 



management of problem behaviours if they arise. It is vitally important that the veterinary 
profession takes a lead role in addressing the unwanted companion animal issue and in 
shelter practice. Not only will this benefit animals, leading to fewer homeless animals, better 
welfare for animals in shelters and an improved chance of finding and remaining in a loving 
lifelong home, but will also result in benefits to the profession. The potential benefits to the 
veterinary profession include an increased value placed on companion animals and an 
improved public perception of our profession. These, in turn, should lead to improved job 
satisfaction and better business for veterinarians. There are also benefits to society as a 
whole, such as reduced economic costs associated with managing unwanted pets and 
reduced social costs associated with euthanizing healthy pets, such as compassion fatigue, 
stress and high staff turnover in shelter workers and veterinarians. 
One of the best ways to encourage veterinarians to get involved and take a leadership role 
to positively impact the situation is to better educate our veterinary students in shelter 
practice.  
The aim of our shelter practice rotation is for the students to; 

 Improve their awareness of the unwanted companion animal problem 
 Understand the challenges facing shelters 
 Develop a sense of responsibility to be part of the solution 
 Foster cooperation between veterinarians, shelters, animal welfare groups and 

government 
 Become pet advocates and educators of clients and the general public 
 Embrace the role of early-age desexing in reducing the numbers of unwanted 

companion animals 
 Realise the importance of behaviour in relation to both pet relinquishment and to 

welfare, health and adoptability of shelter animals 
 Become engaged in addressing behavioural and other health problems to help 

reduce pet relinquishment 
 Develop their ability to apply knowledge of companion animal health to a shelter 

population management situation, with particular emphasis on: 
 Infectious diseases common to companion animal populations  
 Housing design and management 
 Stress management and welfare 

 Become familiar with recognizing animal cruelty, the laws involved, the 
veterinarian’s responsibility and the reporting procedure 

 
The Rotation 
Our current shelter practice rotation consists of six full days. This is divided into two days of 
tutorials and interactive learning sessions in which we educate our students about the 
problem of unwanted pets, encourage them to think about small animal medicine and 
surgery from a population perspective and in the shelter setting, teach them about the 
relevance and applications of shelter practice principles both in shelters and in private 
practice, and give our students ideas which they can use to positively impact the unwanted 
pet problem from private practice, as well as in shelters. 
This is done with a combination of lectures, including presentations on compassion fatigue, 
euthanasia burnout and animal welfare and ethics, case studies, question and answer 
sessions and problem solving activities. The emphasis is on interactive learning as we want 
to encourage students to think like the veterinarians they will soon be, apply their 
knowledge to shelter practice situations and recognise that they will have the opportunity to 
really make a difference.  



The students are assessed in the tutorials, in the shelters and on a presentation, which they 
give on a shelter practice topic. The shelters have input on the topics they would like 
students to cover and the presentations are shared with the shelter staff. 
The students also have the opportunity to be involved in our “Kittens on Campus” project, 
which we have set up to rescue and rehome stray kittens trapped on the UQ campuses. This 
also helps to teach the students about each community taking responsibility for its own 
unwanted animals. 
We also organise seminars on shelter-related topics to allow interested students to learn 
even more about shelter medicine and practice. 
 
The Shelters 
We are collaborating with the RSPCA and Animal Welfare League to provide the students 
with a practical component to the program. Two days of the rotation are spent in each of 
these shelters. Using the two different shelters allows the students to experience some of 
the differences in animal welfare organisations and shelter management. Spending time in 
the shelters exposes the students to the reality of the magnitude of the problem and the 
challenges that shelters face, which are difficult to really comprehend unless experienced 
personally. 
In the shelters, the students not only gain indispensible perspective on the unwanted 
companion animal problem and small animal population management, but also have the 
opportunity to gain valuable practical experience. They are able to be involved in many 
physical examinations and routine treatments, such as pre-purchase examinations, worming 
and vaccination, surgeries (including early age desexing), behavioural assessments, 
diagnostic testing, and treatment of common problems such as cat flu, kennel cough, 
ringworm, and diarrhoea.  
By the end of the rotation our veterinary students will have considered the issues and 
challenges involved in shelter practice and should have the ideas and knowledge they need 
to improve the welfare and outcomes for animals in shelters. We hope to have engaged our 
students to help reduce the numbers of animals entering shelters by preventing both pet 
relinquishment and the birth of unwanted pets, and also to help increase the number of pets 
that are reclaimed and adopted from shelters. 
We envisage that wherever our graduates end up working, whether in a shelter or in private 
practice, this rotation will have helped to inspire them to get involved in helping to solve the 
problem of unwanted companion animals in our communities.  
We intend that our graduates will be part of ensuring that animals in all shelters have the 
best possible welfare and outcome. This is particularly important as many of our graduate 
veterinarians who work in private practice (especially if they are in rural communities) will 
be their local pound or shelter’s only veterinary point of contact. It is our hope that these 
new veterinarians will become pet advocates and educators of their clients and the general 
public about the problem of unwanted pets and responsible pet ownership. 
The feedback on the rotation so far from the students has been extremely positive and most 
find the rotation so valuable that they would like more time. If possible, we would like to 
extend the rotation so that the students can spend more time in each shelter. We also hope 
to expand our program into the wider veterinary community to increase awareness and 
provide more education in shelter practice to veterinarians in practice. 
It is our aim to use education as a way to ensure that the veterinary profession takes a 
leadership role in the struggle to reduce the unwanted pet problem and improves the 
welfare and outcomes of all animals – owned or homeless.  


